ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
Information Systems (IS) outsourcing has been growing unstoppably in the last few years.
Even though the years 2002 and 2003 were characterised by a slowdown in the information service outsourcing market, it still continued to grow at a considerable pace, according to the consultancy firm DBK (RrhhMagazine, 2004) . Thus, after growing by 21% in 2001, the outsourcing market had growth rates of 19% in 2002 and 18% in 2003, according to the same source. On the other hand, the consultancy firm Gartnet has predicted that the number of firms which will sign new IS outsourcing contracts will increase by 30% in 2004 (Frauenheim, 2004) , and the Forrester company has forecast that european firms will spend over 128 billion euros on computer outsourcing services in 2008 (Forrester, 2004) . According to the Penteo Group (2003) , the Information Technology (IT) outsourcing sector moved 792 million euros in Spain in 2003, 14 .5% more than in the previous year, the main providers of technological outsourcing service being Accenture, Cap Gemini Ernst & Young, EDS, Gedas, HP, IBM, Indra, Informática El Corte Inglés (IECISA) and T-Systems, in this country.
IS outsourcing has finally come to be recognised as an irreversible phenomenon in our business environment and IS managers are the people having to face this phenomenon most directly in their departments. For these reasons, the objective of this paper is to explore how IS managers assess the key issues about outsourcing in the Spanish case. With that purpose, we have adopted a variant of the Delphi method as the source for data collection, interviewees being the IS managers of largest Spanish firms.
METHODOLOGY: THE DELPHI METHOD
The Delphi method was originally used to help predict the future of certain events and thus to provide the possibility of planning the future (Bradley and Steward, 2002) . At present, the Delphi method is used both for future prediction and to throw light on current problems (pérez and Schüler, 1982: 167) . In fact, we use Delphi in the latter sense in our research work.
It is therefore a normative Delphi (Buckley, 1995) .
The method consists in requesting a panel of experts to give their opinion in writing about a specific topic in a series of rounds, by means of various surveys or questionnaires, always anonymously. Each round provides feedback to experts on the results obtained in the preceding round, so that there is a chance for the panel to modify their previous answer, thus making it easier to reach a consensus with the other interviewees, or to stick to their own opinion (Bradley and Steward, 2002; Shi and Bennet, 2001:365; Dekleva and Zupancic, 1996:3; Gutiérrez, 1989: 32, Pérez and Schüler, 1982: 160) . The successive rounds encourage reflection, favouring consensus and a more broad-minded approach on the part of the experts interviewed (Dexter et al., 1993) . Anonymity allows participants to exchange ideas and preferences with no fear of being ridiculed and also reduces the problems associated with a potential pressure towards a consensus (Li et al, 2002: 277) ; panel members will express themselves more honestly because they need not worry about the consequences of their answers, and will avoid the influence exerted by the most dominant personalities.
The Delphi method has often been used as a research tool in the field of IS. In fact, recent studies support its use (Shi and Bennet, 2001; Okoli and Pawloski, 2004) . However there is not agreement on the number of rounds and experts required to ensure that this method is reliable (Hayne and Polland, 2000: 75; Kaynak, Boolm and Leibold, 1994, Loo, 2002) . This is why we can find applications of this method with 2, 3, 4 or more rounds and with an equally variable number of experts. It can also be inferred, from a review to the literature that uses this method, that the Delphi has been applied in numerous studies with normative and not only predictive purposes. For example, Pérez and Schüler (1981) ; Madu, Kuei and Madu (1991) ; Dexter et al. (1993) ; Doke and Swanson (1995) ; Dekleva and Zupanzic (1996) ; Keil, Tiwan and Bush (2002) and Mulligan (2002) among others, had used the normative Delphi in theirs IS research works.
In our research paper, we chose a normative Delphi method with two rounds:
First round: During the first round of this study, a questionnaire with 19 questions about IS outsourcing was sent to the IS managers of Spain's largest firms (ordered by sales). Although 4,416 questionnaires were sent by postal mail, the number of valid answers was 357 (8%; sampling error: 5%).
Second round: Following Dhaliwal and Tung (2000:135) , after collecting interviewees' answers, the Delphi coordinator edits, clarifies, integrates and summarises the data. This is why, in our case, unlike what had happened in other studies, the second round did not consist in sending the initial questionnaire with the mean and the standard deviation corresponding to the answers obtained in the first round. Instead, those results were summarised and, on that basis, 10 reflections on IS outsourcing were made about which interviewees were asked to give their opinion. During this round, following what is proposed in recent studies Steward, 2002, 2003; Ventura Fernández, 2003) , the questionnaire was sent by electronic mail to 49 IS executives who volunteered during the first round to collaborate once again in our study. Of those, only 15 (30.6%) answered in this second stage. Their answers were received between July and October 2003. The number of answers can be considered acceptable, since according to recommendations in the literature, the final number of experts on a Delphi panel should be between 10 and 18 (Okoli and Pawloski, 2004:5) . On the other hand, although three or four rounds would be advisable, we must bear in mind that the number of rounds is quite flexible in this method (Hayne and Polland, 2000:75) ; besides, panel members lose interest if too many rounds are demanded or if the study continues longer than expected (Loo, 2002) .
RESULTS
Next we are going to show the main results obtained. Table I shows the general characteristics of firms and IS departments in which are located the experts interviewed in both rounds. Table I Firm size can be measured by the number of employees and by sales. The interviewed firms are very large with respect to these two variables, since the lowest percentages are found in the smallest firms in both rounds. The vast majority of firms interviewed belong to the Industrial sector (58.8% and 60%), followed by the Service sector and Financial and Insurance Institutions. Therefore, the experts interviewed come from all kinds of industrial sectors; in the case of the second round, among the industrial firms are found such sectors as chemicals, automotive, metal products manufacture, furniture, machinery or foodstuffs. As for service firms, we have retail trade and transports.
Take in
In the first round are represented firms from Spain's 17 Autonomous Communities (Regions); in the second round, although firms based on Madrid, Catalonia, the Valencian Autonomous Community or the Basque Country prevail, answers were also received from experts whose firms are located in Asturias, Navarre, Galicia, Canary Islands and Aragón (therefore, 9 out of 17 Autonomous Communities are represented).
Regardless of firm size, usually few staff work at IS departments. As can be seen in Table I , most firms have between 1 and 10 employees in their IS departments, and only very few firms have departments exceeding the figure of 100 employees in the first round; no firms with that IS department staff volume are represented in the second round. Likewise, the percentage of the total budget firms allocate to IS is quite low. It becomes equally visible in the same table that most firms dedicate between 0 and 4% of their budgets to IS, and only very few dedicate a percentage above 11%, the maximum budget percentage allocated to IS being 30%. In short, both IS department staff volume and the percentage of the budget dedicated to IS indicate that not many resources (neither human nor financial ones) are dedicated to these departments, which in turn suggests not very large department sizes.
Some of the characteristics of the IS manager −the expert we interviewed− suggest that this executive has held this post for 7 years on average. The IS manager's age is located around 41 years. These responsibility jobs continue to be predominantly taken by males. Regarding their hierarchical position inside the firm, more than half of the interviewees depend on the Chief Executive Officer, this position being the most often wanted, since it avoids the dependence on a specific functional area of the firm and allows having a more general view.
Nevertheless, an equally significant percentage of answers show a dependence on Finance and Accounting, and less often on other areas, in both rounds. Something else that deserves to be highlighted in this table is the interviewees' length of service in their jobs, situated around 7 years (long enough to accept their expertise), as well as their provenance from different industries located in various geographical areas, so that these data can complement each other, as is required by the literature on this issue (Bradley and Steward, 2003) .
First Round Results
As we said above, the questionnaire used in the first round had 19 questions, 14 of which were used in this research paper; 7 of these questions refer to the environment in which the outsourcing of the firms under analysis takes place, i.e. they refer to size (number of employees and sales), to the industrial sector, to the characteristics of both the IS department and the executive in charge of it, and finally to the top management's involvement in the IS of the respective firms. The 7 remaining questions specifically refer to the situation of outsourcing, that is, they identify what IS services are outsourced along with the outsourcing level, the main reasons and reservations of IS managers as far as outsourcing is concerned, and how the systems manager's job can be affected by outsourcing. As we said above, the questionnaire was answered by IS managers from 357 large firms. The results obtained are shown in Table I , to which we have already referred 1 .
Second Round Results
After jointly analysing the answers given by the 15 participants in the second round to each of the 10 questions posed, we discovered that in most of them, more precisely 7, interviewees' answers could be grouped together around certain patterns. Table II shows the answer patterns identified for each question. In the other three cases (questions 4, 6, and 10), the heterogeneity of answers made it difficult for us to classify them as specific type answers. Let us now comment on the results of this second round.
Take in Table II The Environment around IS Outsourcing As for the environment in which IS outsourcing takes place, we have analysed the answers to questions 1 to 4, which ask whether the human and financial resources allocated to IS departments are sufficient and whether the IS manager has a suitable position within the firm's hierarchy, and finally whether the Top Management gets involved in IS decisions.
Concerning the first question, we can see that IS managers clearly see as too low the number of employees these departments have in the largest Spanish firms. In this respect, some Other interviewees did not want to give a clear opinion in this first question and said that the staff volume may be adequate or not depending on: the number of users, the problems generated by the applications, and even the corporate culture.
As regards the financial resources allocated to IS departments (question 2), interviewees are even more categorical than in the first question, since 66.7% of them declare that the allocation is poor, while the remaining 33.3% considers it adequate. As for the third question, most of the experts interviewed (80%) say that they do not like the fact that in one third of the largest Spanish firms, the IS manager has to report to the firm's Financial or Administrative areas, since "the appropriate dependence is on the General Management", as some interviewees point out. This is so "to avoid biases in computer work", as another interviewee explains, due to the "strategic weight" of the IS function. Some interviewees try to find the reasons for this hierarchical dependence: " 
. I do not mean that a poor service is deliberately offered; what I mean is that it comes as a result of trying to manage a complex, particular and changing business
environment externally". The second interviewee thinks that "all firms should aspire to the total absence of outsourcing".
In the sixth question, we cannot find homogeneous answers that can be classified within a specific pattern. When experts were asked why they thought the largest firms, service sector firms and financial institutions outsource more than smaller firms and those belonging to the industrial sector, they said the following with respect to sectors: "the financial sector outsources more due to the constant changes required", whereas "in the industrial sector, the functional know-how is more important that its representation in the IS, and there is not so much variability; processes are more stable" .
And regarding size, they explained that… "large firms have more heterogeneous computer systems where it is more difficult to control all the environments", and even "the largest firms are more dynamic and innovative in all aspects". Finally, the economic factor is also
important. Some interviewees argued that… " outsourcing, though effective, is expensive, and large firms as well as those with greater profit-margins, like the financial and service sectors, can afford it".
Question seven referred to the reasons for the adoption of outsourcing and our results during the first round had shown that large firms resorted to outsourcing as a way of improving their IS rather as a means to save costs. Most of the experts interviewed in the second round confirmed this result, while 4 of them declared that this conclusion was not correct. Those who supported the first view argued that "nowadays, On the opposite side are the experts who argued that the reasons to outsource can be summarised in a reduction of costs; in other words, "firms outsource when saving is the priority".
In relation to the most significant factors for reluctance to outsource (question 8), interviewees were asked to give their opinion about the results of the first round, namely: the fear that outsourcing can cause a firm to lose the capacity to manage its own IS in future is worse than the mistrust of the providers of these services.
Most interviewees (80%) agreed with this conclusion; for example, they argue that Those who disagree with this conclusion say that we should not be reluctant to outsource, because "it will be the future and mutual confidence (between provider and client) along with a rooted, practical ethic should exist".
During the first round of our research work, we concluded that IS outsourcing does not modify or, if anything, improves the IS manager's job, and we cannot say it is detrimental to that job. 40% of the interviewees confirmed this result in the second round, only 20% disagreed with this conclusion and 40% answered with some nuances saying that it depends on other factors.
In the first case, those who claim that outsourcing does not modify or, if anything, improves the job argue that "it allows IS executives to dedicate more time to the strategic orientation of their department"; furthermore, with outsourcing, "information and experience are brought in from outside, thus leading to a deeper knowledge of the environment the IS manager has to face. There is also a liberation of the time originally dedicated to the outsourced IS". On the contrary, those who argue that outsourcing is detrimental to their job are openly against this practice, and suggest that "it neither modifies nor improves their job; it is meant to create total dependence on it". Those who think that it depends on other factors explain that "although outsourcing certain routine tasks performed by IS people can mean a reduction of the "repulsive" work load (that which does not provide personal satisfaction and does not mean a challenge or an opportunity for improvement), in my own experience, it has not led to an improvement of the "propulsive" part (that related to improvement and challenge)", and argue that "it changes the (IS manager's) profile and functions; it is not necessary to be up to date in terms of technological evolution, but it is indeed necessary to dedicate more time to management and strategies".
Finally, concerning the future of outsourcing, we concluded in the first round that financial and insurance institutions as well as service firms are considering the possibility of reducing and eliminating their internal IS to adopt outsourcing, a possibility that industrial firms have not considered at all. Answers to this question in the second round are very varied. Some try to justify this result saying that "the first group of firms "manufacture" a product that changes a lot and can very quickly adapt to the changes imposed by the market. It is difficult to achieve high adaptability exclusively with internal resources and having to drag a very complex IS structure. Instead, industry works more slowly, which is probably why it does not have such an urgent need to outsource"; others warn of the danger total outsourcing entails "it is a wrong policy; a firm cannot permanently be at the hands of an external organisation, especially in times of great staff mobility. It would be advisable to achieve some kind of balance between internal and external staff". Although, in general terms, they all predict the growth of outsourcing. As one interviewee puts it, "outsourcing will grow in a geometrical progression, even in firms belonging to the industrial sector".
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
IS outsourcing is a constantly growing phenomenon that evolves through the provision of new services and is spreading to different geographical areas. The Delphi method is gaining ground among qualitative methods in the IS area. This is why we decided to apply a variant of this method in our attempt to obtain information about the assessment IS managers make of IS outsourcing in the case of large Spanish firms. The variant we used is a normative Delphi, as we have not tried to predict, but to check the views of some experts about a specific matter.
According to the experts interviewed, large Spanish firms allocate few resources to their IS departments, in terms of both staff numbers and budget. On the other hand, they agree that the position and hierarchical dependence of the IS manager, who reports to the Finance or Administration areas in one third of these large firms, is not correct. These two facts give us to understand that this crucial business area is neglected in quite a few Spanish firms. If we add to this the fact that the Top Management of the largest Spanish firms is less committed to IS, we can conclude that the environment in which outsourcing is developing seems still relatively hostile to this business practice. This is perhaps the reason why the outsourcing level in large Spanish firms, though high, is still not excessive. Most experts agree that those firms should outsource more. Regarding the strategic contribution made by IT, experts usually advocate selective outsourcing, reflecting the view that is most commonly defended in the literature on this issue (Lacity, Willcocks and Feeny, 1996) . Larger firms along with financial and insurance institutions are those which outsource the most. Experts justify it, in the first case, by the use of more heterogeneous technologies and the resulting difficulty to cover all the areas, and in the second case, by the constant change that is characteristic of these sectors. This confirms that outsourcing is no longer confined to small firms with limited resources; in fact, it has proved suitable to large companies (Teng, Cheong and Grover, 1995: 77) and has also become a good option for sectors where IS activities are seen as core competencies (McLellan, Marcolin and Beamish, 1995) .
Experts agreed that the main goal sought through IS outsourcing is IS improvement rather than cost control. In this sense, they argued that resorting to outsourcing is often the only way to be up to date, thanks to the technical means service providers count on. This conclusion is similar to that of Slaughter and Ang (1995) who saw the trend to outsource as a "response to an increasingly volatile enviroment where there is an economic imperative to adquire quickly the necessary skills at the lowest cost". Interviewees also said that the most relevant risk involved in outsourcing is that firms might lose the capacity to manage their own IS, since outsourcing IS is like outsourcing the organisation's global knowledge. For this reason, and in order to avoid that risk, they once again recommended firms to opt for the selective outsourcing of those functions that add less value to the business and to have several providers in order to avoid the dependence on one provider in particular. These recommendations had already been backed by previous studies (Currie, 1998; Lacity, Willcocks and Feeny, 1996; Lacity and Willcocks, 1998; Willcocks, Lacity and Kern, 1999) .
Along the lines of other research papers (Corbett, 1994: 20; Clark, Zmud and McCray, 1995: 229), our panel of experts concluded that outsourcing can be a way to improve the IS manager's work post, especially when suppliers provide information and experience, and when it liberates time dedicated to routine tasks associated with IT management. In short, it was checked that outsourcing is an irreversible phenomenon and that even some sectors, like that represented by financial and insurance institutions, are thinking about resorting even more to this form of IS management, thus reducing their internal IS services.
The Delphi method helped us to confirm in the second round the conclusions that we had reached in the first round. Indeed, in most of the questions, interviewees considered the results appropriate or correct. Similarly, it gave us the chance to understand the reasons behind those results, because, when asked to give their opinions, the experts interviewed explained why they mostly agreed, or much less often disagreed, with those results. 
